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To Ella and Anna











O! I have lost my reputation. I have lost the immortal


Part of myself, and what remains is bestial.


WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE,


Othello, act II, scene III


I am Duchess of Malfi still.


JOHN WEBSTER,


The Duchess of Malfi, act IV, scene II













Prologue 8 December 2021



The body lay at the bottom of the stairs. An untidy heap in this house that had been gentrified beyond all recognition. A jumble of clothes just waiting to be tidied away. His trouser leg had ridden up, and his ankle glowed under the beam of my iPhone’s torch. I couldn’t bear to look at his face: turned away as if refusing to acknowledge that something like this could have happened to him.


There was no banister at the top of the stairs: just sleek white walls in keeping with the shiny oak steps, and the halogen spots that, once switched on, would reveal just how he had fallen. I touched the wall, pressing hard to gain traction; conscious of the need to ground myself, to stop myself from beginning to sway. My heart was ricocheting, but my mind spiralled too.


Why was he here? How did this happen?


More than anything: had he felt much pain?


For a sliver of time, so brief I later refused to acknowledge it, I allowed myself to imagine that he had.










PART ONE










One 11 September 2021 EMMA



Looking back, it was the interview in the Guardian Weekend that started everything. Or rather, the fact I was on the cover. Exquisitely photographed, I looked more like an Oscar-nominated actress than a Labour MP.


It was hard not to be seduced by it all. The designer trouser suit elongated my legs, as did the suede heels: something I resisted at first because I always wore flats – pristine Stan Smiths, or brogues if I felt the need to appear more formal. But heels connoted power, according to the stylist, and it was a trope I chose to accept in that one reckless moment (the first of several). In any case, I hoped the heels were balanced out by the message on the crisp white T-shirt: Well-Behaved Women Seldom Make History. I’d seen no reason not to scream this sentiment from the rooftops: it was something I vehemently believed. Only, when I saw myself on the front cover – with that defiant slash of red lipstick, my armour against a hostile world, and my thick bob blow-dried into a dark halo – I hardly recognised myself. I’d morphed into someone else, entirely. Sex and power: that was the not-so-subtle subtext of that photo.


Sex, power, and unequivocal ambition.


Even before the publication, I’d felt uneasy.


‘Crikey!’ I said, when Dan, the photographer, showed me a couple of images through the preview screen on the back of his camera. They were tiny – 6 cm by 4 – and yet they were arresting. The back of my neck prickled. ‘I look pretty formidable,’ I said.


‘You look strong,’ Esther Enfield, the paper’s newly appointed political editor, reassured me. ‘Strong and determined. It fits the interview. Illustrates what you were saying perfectly. You didn’t pussyfoot around with your message, and neither does this.’


‘I don’t know. Can I see it again?’ I leant towards Dan, suddenly conscious of his physicality: the fact he towered over me; was long-limbed and energetic, like a teenager oozing testosterone though he must have been in his early thirties. His breath smelt of artisan coffee.


‘You look great.’ He was brisk and I sensed his eagerness to get on.


‘I just look a bit… hard?’ I lingered on a shot of me in a butter-soft black leather jacket, the collar framing my unsmiling face. He’d captured a side to me I didn’t like to acknowledge. Was I really as ruthless as he’d made me appear?


Esther shrugged, which made me feel foolish. In her mid-forties, like me, she knew what she was talking about and had sound instincts. I was a good contact – we’d lunched several times and had been discussing the possibility of this interview for several weeks. Besides, this was the Guardian, not the Daily Mail.


‘We won’t stitch you up, I promise.’ She seemed to read my mind, and then she gave me a proper, warm smile. And so, because this was my first national newspaper feature; because I didn’t want to look weak; because I was flattered, I suppose, that the Guardian thought me sufficiently interesting to put me on their magazine’s front cover, I let myself be swayed by her arguments. I let myself believe what I wanted to believe.


Besides, as Esther said, the photo would be balanced by what was inside: a sharp attack on the government’s austerity measures, apparent in my Portsmouth South constituency where the need for food banks had proliferated in the last couple of years; a critique of my party leader, Harry Godwin, as ‘ineffective and prone to self-indulgence’; and details of my private members bill calling for anonymity for victims of revenge porn – the reason I’d agreed to this piece. It was a serious interview, worth doing, despite knowing it would irritate more established colleagues, and the photos would be seen through this lens.


‘It’s a fantastic shot,’ Dan, stubbled and artfully dishevelled, said. Later, I wondered if this was the reason I caved in so easily, this simple flattery from a younger man who had coaxed me into being photographed like this. ‘Just a couple more; head up; that’s it. That’s perfect. Sweet.’ Was I subliminally so desperate for male admiration? At forty-four, so conscious of becoming sexually invisible that, despite everything I stood for, I let myself be flattered by and play up to his uncompromisingly male gaze?


‘OK. Let’s go for it,’ I told Esther. ‘As you say: no point pussyfooting around.’


‘Absolutely. Honestly, the pics are arresting, and it’s precisely because of this that readers will spend time over this interview, and your colleagues will have to listen to what you say.’


And so I quashed my critical inner voice: the one that used the waspish tones of my late grandmother, with a smattering of my ex-husband David’s caution, and that always gathered in volume and intensity until I felt like shaking my head to be rid of it.


Pride comes before a fall.


Of course, later I would regret this, bitterly, deeply, because that cover shot would be used repeatedly: the stock image that would accompany every Emma Webster story from that moment on. It would be the picture used when I was arrested, when I was charged, when the trial began. And this would rankle because, far from capturing the true me, it was a brittle, knowing version: red lips slightly parted in a way that couldn’t fail to seem distinctly sexual; gaze defiant; a clear, almost brazen challenge in what the article would describe as my ‘limpid, dark eyes’. A far cry from how I thought of myself, or who I’d ever been: an A-level history teacher at South Hampshire College; Flora’s mum; or a Labour backbencher who tried so very hard to serve her constituents while campaigning on feminist issues more generally.


A picture paints a thousand words. And yet this one reduced me to nothing more than a glamorous mugshot: my challenge to the camera not so different from the insolent expression captured in every custody photo snapped by the police.


Nolite te Bastardes Carborundorum. Don’t let the bastards get you down. I had an old T-shirt with that message. Perhaps I should have suggested to the stylist that I wear it?


It would have been incendiary, of course. A clear two fingers to the trolls, the media, the critics in my own party – let alone my political opponents – who, I suspected, were poised, even then, to see me stumble.


Had I known what would happen, I might have put it straight on.










Two 11 September 2021 EMMA





FiremanFred @suckmycock


WTF! Look at the publicity whore @emmawebsterMP. A £450 leather jacket while hard-working folk r going to food banks.


Richard M @BigBob699


Get back to work, love and remember who pays your wages.


FiremanFred @suckmycock


Put it away, luv. No one’s going to shag u.


Dick Penny @EnglandRules


Shag her? Wouldn’t touch that cunt if she was the last woman standing.


Richard M @BigBob699


Agreed. Wouldn’t even rape her. What a fucking disgrace.





The backlash to the interview was immediate. 7am on a Saturday morning and my Twitter feed was already clogged with notifications. The need to check was stupid but compulsive. Vanity? Validation? A foolish, fleeting hope that my fears wouldn’t be realised, and I would find overwhelming support?


I tended to think of the trolls as sad little men, whipping each other into an irate frenzy as they cowered in their basements. But then it was just one step away from imagining them masturbating furiously and I had to remove them from their subterranean setting and see them as upstanding members of the community, instead. The type of men who had spent their entire careers in positions of authority. Retired policemen or headmasters, perhaps. Men who would otherwise be tending to their allotments, or fundraising for local charities; who, perhaps, had wives and daughters. (Though I wondered how someone could hurl highly sexualised abuse at me and then behave civilly to their family. Perhaps the truth was, they didn’t.) I tried not to think of them as irredeemably bad.


It helped to remind myself that each could be responsible for hundreds of the notifications. That @borisshagger was a bot, for instance – I’d checked: he had no followers and a grey egg as an avatar; @BrexitBill123 and @TrumpRules4Eva were the same. So it wasn’t that thousands of people thought I was un-rapeable: just that a few misogynists voiced it from numerous accounts. The interactions needled me, though, because while one person could have numerous accounts – multiple alter egos answering each other to create the effect of a pile-on – several people still thought this with a venomous intensity. Keyboard warriors, they called themselves. Such a pathetic term. Laughing at them, even if the laughter was hollow, helped a little – though it did nothing to unpick the knot in my stomach.


What worried me – besides the fact I might be missing cries for help from constituents – was that the volume meant I couldn’t see the real threats. My fear was that there would be something that should be acted on – a rape or a death threat – buried deep in the torrent of bile. Then there was the frustration that this overwhelming hatred could remain unchecked. Rape threats made on Twitter, or more usually in emails, could be referred to the police. But negative claims – ‘I wouldn’t rape her if she was the last woman on earth’ – didn’t contravene any law. Neither Hampshire Police nor the Met could act on a claim I was un-rapeable. Even if the open threat of rape was hiding in full sight.


I looked at the cover again, as I stood in the kitchen of my Portsmouth home. This unfamiliar version of Emma Webster mocked me: her formidable expression, her way of holding herself, even her elegantly cut suit was so at odds with me in my furry dressing gown, my eyes still sticky with sleep. I couldn’t relate to her and yet I felt a certain, shameful pride. I’d never thought I could look that fierce. And it wasn’t just that. I looked hot, as Flora’s best friend Leah might say. Should I want to look like this? Wasn’t it anathema to everything I was trying to teach Flora: the idea that you could make an impression, as a woman, without being sexualised? The appearance of strength was good but the eroticisation of it? Surely not. Young feminists might celebrate their hotness, but I didn’t think of myself like that. I hadn’t had sex for four years. Most of the time I barely thought of myself as sexual. And yet, here I was.


On autopilot, I flicked through more messages. For many, it was my attack on my party leader that was most incendiary. Maybe describing him as ‘lazy, and too reliant on a sycophantic coterie of hardliners’ was reckless, though it was only what many of us in the parliamentary party believed. The sooner Harry kicks her out of the party, the better, said @Laboursympathiser, and there were several others in this vein – almost a relief after the tweets that criticised my appearance then described quite how they’d like to punish me. I let the terms flow over me, the hard c’s and t’s, the b’s and h’s, the softer but insidious p’s and y’s, telling myself none of it meant anything. Sticks and stones and all that.


An early frost had coated my small garden, turning each blade of grass into a small, hard spear, and I tried to imagine being similarly protected. A line from the text popped out: Close colleagues say she’s focused and hard-working but somewhat humourless. Who on earth thought that? Then I looked at the photos, again: particularly the one of me perched on the edge of a chair, back ramrod straight, my expression unsmiling; my expression not just formidable but aloof. I’d thought I’d looked serious; realised, too late, that I just looked as if I took myself seriously (a cardinal sin for a woman). Or, worse, too seriously. I didn’t look like the sort of woman you’d confide in; the sort of woman you’d gravitate towards at a party; the sort of woman with whom you’d want to share a glass of wine, a hug or a joke.


    I poured myself the remains of the coffee from the pot on the hob and sipped the thick dark liquid; turned my phone face down on the counter. Let it go, the Disney refrain that Flora had once listened to incessantly, filled my head. Let it go. The 300-odd emails I received a day were bad enough, let alone the WhatsApp messages and texts from supportive – and, increasingly frequently, unsupportive – colleagues. I couldn’t contend with any more electronic noise, let alone this barrage of Twitter abuse. More coffee, that’s what I needed. I drained the dregs and turned my phone to silent, but not before reading a kind message from Claire, the younger of the two female MPs I shared a house with during the week, in London. (Julia, our other housemate, had been conspicuous in her silence.) Ignore the bastards. [image: Emoji: Fire][image: Emoji: Fire][image: Emoji: Fire][image: Emoji: Fire][image: Emoji: Fire] [image: Emoji: Thumbs up][image: Emoji: Thumbs up][image: Emoji: Thumbs up]


‘You shouldn’t keep looking at your phone. Isn’t that what you tell me?’


Flora had sidled up behind me, quiet as a cat. Her yawn was feline, too: wide and luxurious.


‘Hello darling.’ The dull despair that had weighed me down since I’d woken wired, just after five-thirty, eased as I saw my daughter. ‘Some breakfast?’


‘I’ll get it.’ She went to the fridge and pulled out some milk.


I wanted to slip an arm around her slight waist, to drop a kiss on her pimpled forehead, but my fourteen-year-old had grown as tall as me in the past few months, and with this new height had come a new reserve.


‘Sleep well?’


She shrugged, too tired to answer, or maybe she thought it an unnecessary question. She’d been sleeping badly: finding it hard to drop off, and often waking with dark shadows beneath her eyes.


‘Is that the interview?’


She was looking at the magazine cover and pulled it closer, her index finger hovering over my image.


‘What do you think?’ My breath was caught high in my chest.


‘It doesn’t look like you.’


‘It doesn’t, does it?’


‘Have they airbrushed you or something?’


‘No.’ I half-laughed with relief: thank God she didn’t see this as the real me.


‘You look good,’ she said, at last, as if she knew this was the answer she should give. Like an old scab, I longed to pick it; to dislodge it; to find the potentially painful truth. Obviously, I resisted and moved the magazine to one side, signalling that it was something we didn’t need to discuss further. I wiped the surface briskly, vaguely dissatisfied.


Flora poured a glass of milk and filled a bowl with Cheerios which she ate dry. Better not tell her to eat properly: she was particularly prickly at the moment. Then she draped herself over a bar stool, her long T-shirt swamping her slight frame. Despite her new height of five foot eight, there were still hints of a little girl. Her features had been softened by sleep, and her cheeks were flushed in contrast to her general paleness. ‘You’re an English rose,’ I frequently told her. ‘I burn,’ she always replied – and yes, her freckled skin would turn an angry red if she missed a patch of suntan lotion; a burn that would feel like a rebuke because it was my job to protect my redhaired child from the sun, even if Flora hated me to fuss. She scooped her hair behind her ears and stared at the back of the cereal packet. Then she scowled, revealing a flash of necessary, ugly metal, and I felt helpless. Something was wrong, and I didn’t know how to make it better.


I started asking her about her plans for the day. We agreed I’d pick up a forgotten PE kit from her father’s, but then she slipped into silence.


‘Did you hear what I said, Flo?’


She blinked through strawberry blonde lashes.


‘I’ve a constituency meeting this morning. I should be home by one-thirty. Do you want to stay here, or shall I drop you in town?’


‘Here’s fine. I’ll get my homework done.’ She took her bowl and put it by the side of the sink, then finished her glass of milk.


‘Good girl. I’ll be back by lunchtime.’ As ever, I felt I had to make amends for working, though I did every Saturday. ‘I’ll get something nice for us to eat.’





The Saturday surgery, where members of the public came to complain about issues ranging from applying for Universal Credit, to cancelled benefits, to bin collections to the current state of politics, was held in a primary school in one of the more deprived parts of my constituency. Paint peeled from window frames that couldn’t be opened and the displays of children’s self-portraits barely masked the chipped skirting and scuffed walls.


Business was brisk. I must have seen over twenty people by the time he walked in. It was a quarter to twelve and I was ready for the end of the session. Patrick, my somewhat earnest twenty-three-year-old assistant, and Sue, the lynchpin of my local office, who ushered in constituents, were also flagging. But a quick glance at the reception area showed we had at least another half-dozen cases to get through.


‘Baxter. Simon Baxter,’ he announced, as he walked towards me and thrust out a hand to shake mine firmly. Mid-fifties, possibly ex-military, with a posture and trim physique that suggested he exercised, was assertive, and was used to being heard.


‘How can I help, Mr Baxter?’ I smiled and indicated that he should take a seat. He did so, pulling the chair perhaps a little too close. He had fine bones and manicured fingernails, displayed as he placed one hand on each knee as if to indicate he meant business. A man, then, who took care of himself. Who was, no doubt, meticulous about keeping records, or recording injustices – all helpful if there was a constituency issue I could help with; not so much if he had a grievance against me. He caught me assessing him – those squarely filed fingernails, the navy jumper, the polished brown brogues – and the balance of power perceptibly tipped.


‘Mr Baxter?’ I prompted.


‘I’m here to complain, Mrs Webster.’


‘Call me Emma, please.’ I’d always hated the Mrs tag, and now that I was divorced, it felt fraudulent to use it, though Ms sounded clunky.


‘If you’d rather. Though I always find titles maintain a level of formality.’


‘If you’d prefer, that’s absolutely fine. Now: how may I help?’


‘I came in to discuss a matter close to my heart. As you might be able to tell’ – a brief glance at his pristine shoes – ‘I’m a veteran. Twenty years in the marines before I retired and moved into private security. But I still have friends in the armed forces; still take an interest; and my son Will was in Helmand.’


He paused. I gave the nod of approval he clearly sought.


‘But I came to discuss the lack of provision for armed forces personnel leaving the military: the way we take our lads, send them on tours, and then spew them out as if they are disposable. The help to resettle – the so-called career transition stuff – is wholly unsatisfactory; mental health provision, too. We treat them like dirt because they’re working class.’ He stopped, as if he had briefly run out of steam. Whatever I’d expected, from this man in his neatly pressed chinos and padded Barbour jacket, it wasn’t that he would be concerned about veterans’ mental health, nor that he would be some sort of class warrior. I opened my mouth to offer some platitude, but he was off again, a vein throbbing at his right temple, his face increasingly flushed.


‘I hoped you’d help raise awareness of this issue,’ he continued, as I smiled sympathetically. ‘But then I saw this’ – and he tossed down a copy of the Guardian Weekend magazine. He paused and the vein bulged like a pulsing worm. ‘I do not approve of, nor do I want, my MP, the person who represents me and my family in Parliament, to be preoccupied with such self-publicity when our lads are sleeping on the streets, ending up in prison, or falling down the cracks. You work for us. Isn’t that right?’ He paused and I nodded, wondering how close to the edge he was; how liable to overstep the line that would see me reaching for the panic button in my bag. I glanced at Patrick, who was looking at his notes, apparently unconcerned. Perhaps I was overreacting, though my damp palms and increased heart rate suggested otherwise. I focused on breathing deeply, hoping I could still calm things down.


‘I’m sorry you feel like this, Mr Baxter,’ I managed eventually, in a way designed to appease. But he had reached the tipping point and ridden it and I saw – from the way in which he now leant forward, hands no longer on his knees but curled into fists – he had gone beyond the point of being talked down. His fury still came as a shock, and for half a second, I wanted to laugh: a defence mechanism, perhaps, or an embarrassed reaction to this very un-English display of aggression. ‘I’m sorry you feel like this,’ I repeated, more firmly this time. ‘But my giving an interview in a newspaper doesn’t detract from my work for my constituents. If anything, by raising my profile, it only ensures that my voice is more likely to be heard.’


The words tasted insincere. In what way would my interview achieve anything for Simon Baxter and his veterans? It wasn’t that I was unsympathetic. I’d seen the impact of ex-military fathers coming home; the adjustment in families; the breakdown of marriages, through teaching at the local sixth-form college. But I’d learned I had more impact if I directed my energy at a few issues, and there were other causes I wanted to further first.


He saw straight through me.


‘You’re not interested in doing a thing for these lads.’ His tone was biting. ‘You don’t give a damn about men who give up their best years for this country only to be treated as if they’re beneath contempt by the government. Nearly four years you’ve been our MP and I’ve not seen a whisper of understanding on the issue from you. All you care about are women’s rights. What about men’s rights? What about the rights of these lads? Or maybe you’re just concerned about yourself. This—’ He gestured to the supplement as if he couldn’t bear to touch it. ‘This tells me all I need to know about you.


‘Because you’re just in it for yourself, aren’t you? You’re as bad as the last one. In it to feather your nest; get yourself promoted; claw in the expenses—’ I started to protest that I hadn’t even been an MP when the expenses scandal broke, but he didn’t care for accuracy. He stood up abruptly and I wanted to tell him to calm down but knew it would be inflammatory. My heart charged but my mind was sluggish; clarity clouded by fear.


‘Mr Baxter. I really must ask you to be seated.’ Patrick was standing, his tone more strident than anything I’d heard previously. He looked young, and painfully thin, as if his six foot two frame would snap if Simon Baxter so much as touched him. ‘There’s really no need to be aggressive,’ he continued, as the man took two steps closer. But then his reedy voice quavered, his innate good manners letting him down.


‘I’m going to have to ask you to leave, Mr Baxter,’ I said, standing up. The sight of him frightening Patrick emboldened me. ‘I can’t have you intimidating my staff like this.’


‘Intimidating them!’ the man snarled. ‘Christ! You think this is intimidation? You haven’t seen the half of it.’


‘And I hope we won’t need to,’ I said in my most teacher-like tone and watched his momentary surprise. That was better: I needed to speak to him as I would have to my most obstreperous student. ‘I have a panic button here and I will call the police if you don’t leave at once.’


For what felt like several painful seconds, Mr Baxter stood his ground. He was stuck, I realised: incapable of backing down without a severe loss of face yet still sufficiently bound by the ties of civil behaviour not to go further, or to break the law.


‘Mr Baxter?’ Patrick stepped in, galvanised by his indecision. ‘I need you to go now.’


‘For fuck’s sake!’ And there we had it. Civility, that gossamer-thin sheen he’d barely maintained, was cast off like an unwanted coat.


‘Mr Baxter,’ I repeated more forcefully.


‘All right, all right, I’m going.’ He sidestepped Patrick; raised his arms to resist being manhandled. ‘I’ll be watching how you spend your time, though,’ he spat at me. ‘I’ll be watching you.’


You do that, I wanted to say, though of course I stood rigid, a mirthless smile fixed on my face, though I could feel myself smarting.


At the door he stopped, turned and glowered, just to make sure I’d got the message.


‘You may think you’re better than me, but you shit and piss just like the rest of us. I’ll be tracking your every move. I’ll be watching you.’





It took me a while to calm down, after that. Of course, I continued to be professional; to see the remaining constituents who had witnessed Simon Baxter storm out of reception, and whose queries about how to get their children into oversubscribed schools, or pleas for me to intervene with bad landlords, were comparatively easy to answer. Patrick kept a careful note of each new case.


‘You’re sure you don’t want us to call the police?’ Sue checked, once the last person had gone. ‘Just to log what’s happened?’


I scrunched up my face. ‘I don’t want to waste their time.’


Like everyone, I was conscious of the murder, five years earlier, of a female MP, shot and stabbed by a constituent. That’s why we took precautions. Why I informed the police whenever I held public meetings, and occasionally asked them to attend if I’d been particularly outspoken about violence against women and girls. But there was a balance. I didn’t want to squander their stretched resources or cry wolf. Because what had really happened? A constituent had acted in a way that felt menacing and made a vague threat. I’d received far worse on social media. Had received worse in a letter. It was only that he had done it in such close proximity; that I could see the spittle on his lips, sense the power inherent in his biceps; see how his fists curled.


‘If you think that’s best,’ Sue said, and I realised that of course she would feel safer if I logged this with the police, and I was torn because I wanted to do anything to keep her. Sue was the competent heart of my office but, in her mid-fifties, she found constituency surgeries draining; would need to have a nap once she got home. Her salary was modest, too, and she could earn as much in another office that never required her to contact the police or pick up the phone to be barracked with abuse. The churn of MPs’ staff was fast, but Sue had been with me from the start. Coffee, the odd sticky bun, effusive thank-yous, smiley faces on Post-its; extravagant toiletries for birthdays and Christmases: this – and ensuring I always worked harder than anyone else – was the currency with which I bought the loyalty of my staff.


‘I’m sure he’s got it out of his system by now,’ I tried to reassure her. ‘Wouldn’t you agree, Patrick?’


The youngest member of my team bent his head as if to demur. He’d only been working for me for six weeks so perhaps he didn’t want to contradict me; or perhaps I had imagined the quiver and he hadn’t been that shaken at all.


‘He was quite aggressive.’ He paused and ran long fingers through his fringe. ‘But, you know, that’s public life, I guess. We can hardly keep you separate from those you represent.’


‘Exactly.’ I felt a sudden rush of tenderness. I needed to protect my staff; to minimise what had happened and convince them there was no reason for it to be repeated. Besides, there were measures we could and did implement: two 1.5 litre bottles of water placed on my desk in case of an acid attack; my car parked just outside the building in case I needed a quick getaway; waiting constituents scrutinised in case they seemed jittery; and bags searched after one lad – oblivious to why it might be problematic – turned up with a knife.


‘I’ve met plenty of Simon Baxters in my time,’ I said. ‘Men who feel existentially challenged by every woman they meet.’ And I had: a school departmental head; an Opposition whip; even – and I hated thinking of him – a former lover. ‘They’re all noise and bluster.’ And then, with more certainty than I really felt: ‘He won’t bother us again.’





Later, once I’d left Sue and Patrick with further reassurances, I drove to David’s to pick up Flora’s PE kit. He’d kept the family home, since Flora would be spending the bulk of her time here and it felt less disruptive – but that decision still hurt.


Not as acutely as three and a half years ago, when I’d moved out with a few of my favourite pieces of furniture, my clothes and books. Then, my shame and grief, my sense of failure at my fourteen-year-old marriage ending, had stung as sharply as lemon squirted on a cut. I’d had to fight against tears as I’d pulled the oak door to for the last time, conscious I was turning my back on years of largely positive memories. ‘Don’t worry, love. Perfectly natural,’ one of the removal lads reassured me as he started the ignition, and I said goodbye not just to a home but to a relationship I had assumed was pretty solid. ‘On to the new place now?’


The new place was a 1960s semi-detached house on a small housing estate three miles away, chosen partly for its price and partly because it would be a short distance for Flora to cycle, in the future; but mostly because, with its large windows and parquet floor and its bright white walls unencumbered by cornicing or picture rails, it felt sufficiently different to the detached, redbrick Edwardian villa in front of me now.


At least this no longer looked like mine. Under Caroline and David’s ownership, Holmecroft had segued into a very different property. One that looked as if it had been styled for a home improvement magazine: all tasteful shades of taupe and beige with various gadgets on display. There was a flat screen television on the wall where I’d hung a watercolour bought on honeymoon in Wales; an expensive surround-sound music system; a noticeable lack of books or clutter. And, of course, Caroline’s baby grand piano: a shiny black Yamaha that took up half the sitting room. Proof of Caroline’s musicality and the reason why this cuckoo was able to chirrup her way into my nest – because Caroline, as well as once being a colleague who became a friend, had also been Flora’s piano teacher.


I looked down at my hands and saw that I was clutching the steering wheel. Gripping it as if to centre myself. My shoulders were hunched, and I drew my scapulae together to elongate my neck. It was mid-September and yet I felt chilled: the weather had changed as it always does at this time of year, and there was an autumnal nip; damp creeping under my jacket, insidious and dank. I wanted to feel the sun on my skin or the scorch of a log fire. I wanted, more than anything, to be held. David had been good to hug and, for a moment, I hankered for the days of campaigning when I would return home from a long day pounding the streets and he would hold me tight before I drifted off to sleep. We only had sex sporadically then – too much going on, we told each other; I was working sixteen-hour days – but there was still this tenderness. It was only when I became an MP that we rapidly fell apart.


For a moment that lasted only as long as it took to swallow my self-pity down with a swig of water, I craved that contact.


My god. Simon Baxter must have really got under my skin to make me feel this lachrymose.





‘I think that’s all the PE kit. Caroline’s washed it and folded it up. The trainers are in this separate bag.’


Flora’s clothes were waiting on the pew in the hall.


‘Everything OK?’ As he handed over the bags, my ex-husband risked looking at me. His face had aged since I’d left: crows’ feet deepening at his eyes, his hairline flecked with grey, but in general he looked better than when we were together. Caroline had introduced him to running – her antidote to hours spent on a piano stool – and he had the lean physique of a forty-seven-year-old man who ran three or four half-marathons a year in a bid to stave off middle-aged spread. There was also a new, neatly cropped, salt-and-pepper beard. Would I have found him more attractive if he looked like this when we were together? It was hard not to be conscious that his stomach was flat, where it had been baggy; his arms and legs clearly defined. There was a new strength and energy to my once exercise-phobic husband, who had clearly been revitalised by his younger wife.


Which wasn’t to say he looked at ease. He pulled at his nose as if tweaking it off, a tic he always did when he was nervous. ‘I saw you were in the Guardian. Front cover. Quite an accolade.’


I glanced at him sharply. David shied away from attention; was all for caution and not provoking debate. He hadn’t been happy about me standing as an MP, but I persuaded him it would take at least three attempts: that I might win by the time Flora was eighteen, having experienced the perfectly usual humiliation of losing a couple of elections before then. I wasn’t meant to become an MP when she was ten. But that’s the thing about politics, particularly politics these days. The old certainties can be shaken up.


I put on my best constituent-welcoming smile now.


‘Thank you! Yep. I was thrilled to be interviewed – and so pleased I got the space to talk about issues that, as you know, mean so much to me.’


‘Look, that’s great, genuinely.’ He wasn’t convincing, not least because he tweaked his nose again. ‘But what sort of impact will it have on Flora, your becoming more high-profile? Being on the local news is one thing but this? Being some sort of cover girl? Aren’t you making yourself too much of a target? Aren’t you putting her at risk?’


I leant against the doorframe and let my lovely old house prop me up. I was too tired for this. ‘Look. I’ve had the security audit done. We’ve had the panic button installed, the alarm, the extra locks on the door, the anti-explosive letterbox.’ Just detailing the recent measures made me weary. ‘You know I’d never do anything to put Flora disproportionately at risk. But equally I’m doing this job to make a difference, and she understands that. She’s OK with it.’


‘And what about the reaction she’ll get at school?’


‘She’ll be OK,’ I ploughed on, irritated by his ability to find the very thing that niggled at me. ‘This was a good interview, not a stitch-up, and, as I’m sure you noticed, I made sure she wasn’t mentioned by name.’ The piece referred to the fact I had a teenage daughter, but Esther had kept her word on this. ‘Besides, I doubt anyone in her class reads the Guardian, or, if they read it online, they’re not going to get to the magazine.’


‘I don’t know.’ He seemed perturbed. ‘Let’s hope so. Kids love to pick up on difference, don’t they?’ A pause during which I was reminded how much it mattered to him what others thought. He stroked his beard – a new tic – as if wondering how to broach another subject. Then, almost as an aside: ‘Caroline wanted a word if you had a minute, by the way.’


He gestured for me to come in through to the kitchen, then mumbled something about needing to get on and retreated to his study. Such a cowardly move. I had no real desire to talk to Caroline, who had encouraged me to stand as an MP, then moved with alacrity to fill my space once I got to Westminster, but I couldn’t be childish about this, however much I might resent her. We all owed it to Flora to be amicable.


As always, the kitchen came as a surprise. It was a new addition: an extension that opened TARDIS-like from the back of the house and rendered my old home clearly Caroline’s. The new Mrs Webster sat at a gleaming island, empty apart from a fruit bowl filled with Red Delicious apples that were so preternaturally large and shiny, they looked fake. Behind her, the garden with its striped lawn and impeccable herbaceous borders – a huge improvement on the jumbled tangle I’d never had time to get on top of – stretched beyond the new sandstone patio and bifold doors. Classical music was playing at an irritating volume: not loud enough to impose but enough to make its presence known. A piano concerto. Something, like Caroline, that was perky.


‘Bit of Mozart?’ I hazarded a guess.


‘Number 23. A major.’ She smiled, as if I was a pupil who’d given the right answer. ‘Third movement can get a bit frenetic, though,’ she added, switching it off.


The room was instantly calmer, and simultaneously more exposing: as if, without the bright tinkling of the piano and the lush surge of the strings, our relationship, once close, now distinctly prickly, was stripped right back.


‘David said you wanted to talk?’


‘Just a quick chat.’ She came towards me and gave me a perfunctory peck on the cheek. Everything about her was dinky: from her petite physique to her straightened bob, to her clean gym kit and the tiny pearl studs in her petal-like lobes. ‘I just wanted to have a word about Flora. I’m sure she’ll have told you but, just in case, I think she’s had a bit of a falling-out with Leah. Nothing serious, but, for obvious reasons, she’s feeling more sensitive than usual this week.’


‘Oh.’ I felt wrong-footed. ‘She hasn’t mentioned it, but she was exhausted yesterday evening and I’ve barely seen her this morning. I really should be getting back to her.’


‘Of course.’ Caroline made an irritatingly soothing sound that always reminded me of a wind chime.


‘Am I missing something?’ I hated having to ask. ‘You said “for obvious reasons”?’


‘Well… I mean… her starting her period… She paused. ‘Hasn’t she mentioned it? Well, you know how private she is. It’s OK. I had some pads in case. Gave her some paracetamol and a hot water bottle. She was absolutely fine… well, a little emotional because it happened at school, I think, and she wasn’t prepared so she was embarrassed. But she let me give her a hug and then was her usual sensible self.’


Somehow, I managed to thank her and get to the car without betraying the shame welling inside me. My daughter had started her period and it was another woman in whom she’d confided, and who had helped her out.


Of course I was grateful. Imagine if Flora hadn’t had anyone to tell? If she’d soldiered on until I got home at the end of the week? But I was so saddened that she hadn’t felt able to talk to me. And there was something else. What did Caroline mean about her being embarrassed at school? Had the other kids known and taunted her? Had she had to deal with all that?


I reached into my tote bag for a tissue and my fingers ran over the silky front of that bloody magazine. Infuriated, I pulled it out. I’d thought I’d looked so strong with my red lips and my chin tipped up. That I’d exuded attitude. But the image, both familiar and so disarmingly other, now seemed pathetic.


With a satisfying rip, I tore off the cover, and screwed it tight in my hand.










Three 12 September 2021 FLORA



YOU’LL BE DRINKING ACID NEXT CUNT.


Flora hadn’t realised what the letter meant, at first. She’d been in her mum’s office, helping Sue open the post at the start of the summer holidays. A bit of pocket money, though she’d have done it for nothing. It felt good just watching her mum in action. Having her around.


It was better than being at her dad’s, where Caroline would only be nagging her about doing her oboe practice now that she’d given up the piano. ‘You’ll lose that good embouchure. At least do your scales.’ Flora would practise the minor ones. Those with sharps: F-sharp minor, G-sharp minor, C-sharp minor – as if by doing so she could blast out her anger. ‘What about some majors?’ But Caroline didn’t get it. Didn’t understand the need to be spiky and bad-tempered. ‘I know them already,’ she’d replied – before quacking out a chromatic scale.


The constituency office was hardly exciting, but it felt vaguely important, and somehow cosy. While Patrick and Sue manned the phones, she made cups of tea and doled out chocolate digestives; shopped for food for a constituent whose Universal Credit had been delayed – bread, butter, milk, baked beans, pasta; the woman had cried when her mum dropped it round to her – and opened the post.


The envelope had been handwritten in a spidery scrawl, but the note itself had been printed on a computer. Copperplate Gothic. It looked so pretty that, at first, she had thought it was some sort of flyer.


‘Oh!’ She dropped the folded piece of A4.


‘What is it, Flo?’ Her mum looked up, concerned.


‘Er… nothing. Not important.’ She shuffled the post, trying to hide it before her mum got to it. But her scalp was prickling and she felt sick like she did when Leah said something snide about her. Everyone was looking and she knew she had gone bright red.


‘Oh Flora. Oh, my darling, I’m so sorry.’ Her mum’s face had crumpled, briefly, as she’d read the words, and then she’d looked angry and very, very determined. ‘We need to tell the police and they will trace it. Look at me, Flora.’ She had grasped her by the shoulders and looked intently in her face just as she did when she was little. ‘I promise no one will be drinking acid around here.’


But the police hadn’t been able to track whoever sent the note. It was hand-delivered and none of the prints on it matched any of those on their system. The sender remained even more untraceable than the Twitter trolls who threatened to rape and dismember her mum every day. The difference was that this man knew where her mum worked. He probably knew where they lived. He could be watching her mum come and go; could even be spying on her in her bedroom. He could be planning to throw acid in her mum’s face and there was nothing anyone could do about it…


She thought about that moment, nearly two months ago now, most days. Sometimes she managed to put it in perspective; at others, she felt overwhelmed. Often, she couldn’t sleep, her head so filled with the memory of it, with the fear her mum would be blown up, stabbed, or shot. Not that Emma knew she was this scared, though Flora couldn’t hide her shock, straight after the letter was delivered, when the old cat flap was sealed up and anti-explosive bags attached to their letterbox in case a bomb was thrown in.


‘Is it worth it?’ she had asked, but in a too-small voice because she knew her mum wouldn’t want to hear the question.


‘Absolutely,’ her mum had said. ‘The very worst thing would be to be scared.’ She was typically brisk in her don’t-worry-about-it-let’s-get-on-with-it kind of way. She hadn’t understood what Flora was trying to tell her. To be fair, Flora barely knew herself, though now it seemed obvious.


Is what I want so unimportant to you? Is it worth my being this scared?


It was too late to try to explain any of this to her mother now. Too late to tell her mum anything that bugged her. Oh, her mum said she wanted to know. She would smile at her with that ever-so-concerned look on her face but then her expression would glaze over as she remembered one of the hundred other things that she needed to do. Flora always wanted to talk at the wrong time, and her mum wasn’t there late at night, when Flora’s mind wouldn’t stop whirring, or when Flora came home from school. She texted a lot: How did the history test go? Did you do netball? I’ve ordered that music you wanted… So it wasn’t that she didn’t care. But she was so fired up with her work that it sometimes felt there was no room left: that Flora’s fears had to be squished around the margins; squeezed into the tiniest slivers of time. And, if she couldn’t tell her she was scared of her being an MP, that sometimes she lay rigid until one in the morning, fixating on the threats she’d seen on her mum’s Twitter feed, which her mum – so naïve – seemed to think she was unaware of, then how could she explain things that might seem less important?


Particularly since she couldn’t quite work out why the bad stuff was happening – let alone how she could make it stop.










Four 13 September 2021 EMMA



‘Fab piece.’


Claire Scott – MP for Newcastle upon Tyne, captain of the parliamentary women’s football team, scourge of misogynist backbenchers, housemate, friend and general right-hand woman – bounded into my office within minutes of my arriving back in Westminster on Monday.


A pocket rocket. That was how some more seasoned MPs viewed her when she arrived at Westminster. They knew not to underestimate her now.


Five foot two, and with her dark fringed hair pulled into a high ponytail, she looked younger than thirty-six and unthreatening: an unlikely attacking midfielder though once you knew her, the sport fitted. There was a grit to her, a practicality, a determination to play hard and fast, though with grace. Her voice conveyed this too. A Sunderland lilt that could be soft and lyrical but intensified when she became animated and suggested she knew far more about the harshness of life, the economic curve balls that could be thrown at you, than most of her colleagues in the soft south.


‘Did you mean to wind up Harry quite so spectacularly?’ She threw herself into the armchair opposite my desk, and grinned until her hazel eyes slitted.


I couldn’t help but grimace. Our Great Leader had already let it be known he was displeased. Not that he conveyed that himself. (Critical backbenchers had no direct dealings with him.) But I’d received a terse message from Lou Greene, one of the parliamentary liaison officers: It was crass of you to describe Harry as a misogynist. Don’t do it again.


I’d ignored Lou’s text. I wasn’t going to be told what I could or couldn’t say, but I did wonder if I’d been reckless. I hadn’t gone into the interview intending to criticise him quite so fiercely, but Esther had persuaded me to go on the record about a frustration that I’d previously expressed. Naïve though it sounds, I’d felt a duty to be honest. Now, that decision didn’t feel so clever. My discomfort grew as Claire brought up the article on her phone and started reciting it.


‘ “I’m not a fan of Harry, and it’s no secret that he’s not a fan of me. He shows scant regard for the need to change the law with regard to online hate crime, let alone revenge porn and cyber-flashing, crimes predominantly committed against women. It’s such a blind spot, it’s hard not to see it as an entrenched misogyny.” ’ She let out an approving cackle. ‘You didn’t exactly hold back. No wonder Harry’s “displeased”!’


‘I went too far, didn’t I?’ Challenging the party leader this publicly seemed needlessly provocative. I’d been flattered. Not just by Dan and the designer trouser suit – the shoot, with its euphoria and queasy trepidation had come afterwards – but by Esther’s interest. She had played me rather effectively.


‘Not sure about this bit. “Emma Webster may be a good constituency MP but her heart’s less in local matters and more in issues of national significance.” I can’t see your constituents liking that.’


‘I didn’t say that – and I’ve already had one complaining.’ I told them all about my Simon Baxter run-in.


‘Ooh – he sounds nasty.’ Claire became serious. ‘You sure you’re OK?’


I shrugged. ‘I’m refusing to let him worry me. This does, though. The comments about Harry, and that suggestion I’m not interested in local stuff. This is all going to backfire badly, isn’t it?’


‘Nah.’ Jazz, my twenty-six-year-old assistant in the Westminster office, was matter-of-fact.


‘You don’t think it was too much?’


Jazz wrinkled her nose, her neon gel nails tapping away at her keyboard as she deleted messages, then reached for the mouse to check Twitter. ‘Not to me. It needed saying.’


‘Exactly,’ said Claire. ‘You didn’t come here to sit quietly on the backbenches. Isn’t that what you always say?’


And she was right. I’d entered politics, originally as a Labour councillor just six years ago, because I’d felt so angry about the poverty of some of my students. Children who were having to attend food banks; were living in substandard B&Bs instead of being provided with adequate housing; were falling down the cracks in a way they hadn’t seemed to quite as badly when Labour was in power. ‘Well, what are you going to do about it?’ my late dad Graham, former docker, proud trade unionist and then a Labour councillor himself, had asked. It was the challenge he’d posed throughout my teens; the refrain whenever I’d railed against capitalism, or the lack of a minimum wage; when I’d protested against road developments, or discovered feminism; when I’d argued, with a sixteen-year-old’s passionate conviction, that I could change things if only I could persuade others to agree. ‘What are you going to do about it?’ was the rallying cry that had inspired me to study politics and history, the first in my family to go to university. I’d lost my conviction in my early twenties; had taken the safest options – both with my husband and my career. But as I neared forty, his challenge resonated, and I finally found the confidence to stand.


‘You wanted to use this interview to make an impact,’ Claire was reminding me, now. ‘To generate debate about revenge porn: shove it further up the agenda. To stick it to Harry, really, for failing to support you on this. And you’ve done that, here.’


She was right, of course. Though I was surprised Esther had included quite so many photos and comments.


‘Assume you kept off Twitter?’


‘Yep.’ Jazz had kept an eye on it for me after the initial reaction on Saturday morning, and I had concentrated instead on preparing for a meeting with the Home Secretary’s special adviser tomorrow, and on Flo. Even that had left me dissatisfied, as if my meeting with Simon Baxter, and the malevolence the feature had prompted, had bled into the entire weekend. I couldn’t get one thing right. Oh, I’d tried. Had roasted a chicken and made a crumble that Flora had picked at before spending hours applying make-up in front of YouTube – despite my suggesting we watch a movie. ‘Can I see?’ I’d asked at around 9pm last night, trying not to sound needy. And she’d opened the bathroom door and looked at me, expressionless: her beautiful face greasy with make-up remover; the look she’d spent forty-odd minutes creating wiped clean away.


‘I saw enough Twitter comments to know I clearly shouldn’t wear red lipstick,’ I told Claire now.


‘It’s all such bollocks,’ she replied. ‘You wear red lippy when you’re being fierce. You’ve worn it in the Chamber. These photos show that version of you.’


‘Tea.’ Jazz put a mug in front of me. It was a reassuringly strong brew. Jazz, lactose intolerant, didn’t believe in adding much milk. From her desk came the click of a ring-pull as she opened a Diet Coke. The mug, my favourite, was one of those made in a pottery café: decorated with a baby Flora’s handprint. I always washed it separately in case it chipped.


‘What did Flora think?’ Julia had slid into the room. Her expression was stern but then Julia always looked serious: a bright resin necklace dangling over her navy dress the only suggestion she could ever be less than sombre – and even this seemed considered, as if a blast of primary colours would distract from her somewhat pinched face. She was thin, with cropped dark hair that might have looked gamine in her thirties but, coupled with her habitual look of disapproval, now seemed severe. She had taken me under her wing when I’d arrived, offering me a room to rent in the house she and Claire had taken on, and being kind when my marriage fell apart. Yet, four years in, it sometimes felt like a friendship of convenience rather than something genuine. Like David, she had an unerring ability to home in on my insecurities.


‘Oh, you remember what it’s like to be a teenage girl. Faintly embarrassed but, deep down, I know she’s proud of me.’


‘She thinks the world of you,’ Claire said, with a glance at our housemate that suggested they’d already speculated about Flora’s reaction. Julia remained unsmiling and I itched to challenge her: to provoke her into saying I’d stepped out of line.


‘Hope so,’ I said instead, and then, because I knew that sounded equivocal, I reached for my private mobile to remind myself of a message Flora had sent early this morning: a mother and daughter emoji with a pink heart between them followed by a yellow thumbs up. Funny how Flora’s phone allowed her to express things she’d never articulate in other ways. The sentimental emojis made me hope she would open up in a way she’d avoided the previous evening; reveal what Caroline had meant by her falling out with Leah, or even mention having started her period. (I’d put a box of tampons and a packet of towels on her bed, and they were moved, unacknowledged.) The iPhone she’d been so desperate for was our daily means of connection and, despite my concern about the amount of time she spent on it, a force for good in many ways.


‘Look at this,’ I said, because the message was so sweet, and I wanted to prove my daughter felt close to me. And then I saw it: a message from an unknown number. My heart contracted then flailed against my ribs: a quick one-two.


My phone had been on silent so that I could get some work done, and somehow this made it even worse. This threat had been there, hidden the whole time, in my handbag.


You think you’re so fucking special. You’d better watch out bitch.










Five 6 October 2021 EMMA



‘The honourable member for Portsmouth South.’


The Speaker sounded bored when he called my name during Justice Questions. It was all smoke and mirrors. Ostensibly impartial, I knew he was sympathetic to my cause.


I rose to my feet. 2.30pm on a Wednesday afternoon and the baize green benches were less than a third full, the monthly question and answer session hardly required listening for MPs who had already jeered and booed at each other during Prime Minister’s Questions. Wednesday lunchtime was an opportunity to discuss how it went: to enjoy a leisurely bite to eat, puffed up by this tribal baiting or despairing that something so anachronistic – so downright dispiriting – still occurred.


Wednesday afternoon was always a non-event in the Chamber but the meagre audience hardly mattered. Jazz had emailed the people I needed to listen: the journalists who would turn my question into a story and give it a broader reach. I glanced up at the press gallery; saw the Hansard stenographers tapping away at their machines, a couple of anonymous bowed heads, and, crucially, the Press Association’s parliamentary correspondent who within forty minutes would have sent my top lines out on the wire to every national and provincial newsroom. Everything had been perfectly set up. And yet, I was apprehensive: this wasn’t an easy subject; would make for uncomfortable listening, among those at home as much as those lounging on the benches opposite. My stomach did a quick flip; roiled and gurgled. This subject mattered – to me, and, most of all, to my distraught constituent who’d raised the issue in such a powerful way.


A rustle of papers, a clearing of throats: my audience was getting impatient. I looked down at a card on which I had jotted my opening line and some bullet points. I needed to be succinct. I would be reined back pretty sharpish if this turned into a speech, but there were ways of demanding attention. ‘Military’ was a good word to drop in, or ‘armed forces personnel’. But ‘condolences’ was the most effective.


It was hard to beat the death of a constituent to make people think.


‘Could I ask the minister to offer his condolences to the family of my constituent, Amy Jones,’ I began – and there it was. A hush came across the chamber as the usual bickering and shuffling dissolved into a queasy silence. The minister, Richard Carlson, a solicitor and one of the more thoughtful members of the government, leant back on the front bench and inclined his head.


‘Amy tragically took her own life after being a victim of what is commonly referred to as “revenge porn”,’ I went on. A pause while some members calibrated that it was best not to titter, and those uncomfortable with the word thanked the lord that none of their daughters were likely to get themselves into this state.


‘Amy was only eighteen years old when her former boyfriend, Kyle Griffin, persuaded her that he should film her while they had sex. She was extremely reluctant, but he reassured her it was “for his eyes only”. When Amy ended the relationship three months later, she asked him to delete the video clips. Instead, he posted them on Facebook and sent the links to everyone he could think of in order to inflict the maximum humiliation: Amy’s evangelical parents, who didn’t know their youngest daughter was sexually active; her friends; her colleagues and her boss at a firm of solicitors where she had just been made an office junior. As if this wasn’t enough, he put her mobile number and address – and a shot from the video – on a website advertising escort services. The first Amy knew of this was when her father opened the door to a potential customer who became verbally aggressive when Mr Jones insisted his daughter wasn’t a sex worker.


‘Amy wasn’t a particularly resilient young woman; not someone who, at some point, would manage to put this down as a hard lesson about some men’s capacity for cruelty. She sank into herself. Refused to leave her room. Her sister, Freya, eventually persuaded her to go to the police, where she gave a statement. The police were sympathetic but warned her that, if a prosecution went ahead, she wouldn’t be automatically granted anonymity. The CPS would have to apply for an order requesting that. Nor could they prevent the video being further distributed. And while Kyle’s behaviour could lead to a prison sentence, there was no guarantee that for a first offence, this would occur.


‘Amy went home and later that day, while her sister and parents were at work, she went into the family garage. There she hanged herself.’


I paused and let the Chamber swell with the gentle murmur of condemnation; waited until the response burgeoned then dipped, horror mingled with support.


‘In a note left to her family, Amy said she could not bear the shame she had brought on them, and the fact she would always be known first and foremost as the girl in the video…’


Another considered pause.


‘Kyle Griffin pleaded guilty at a hearing last month and was given a sentence of just 150 hours’ community service. The maximum sentence, for the most egregious harm from a repeat offender, would be two years. Campaign groups have been calling for victims of revenge porn to be granted anonymity for the past eighteen months. This case highlights quite how urgent this need is. Would the minister be willing to meet with Amy’s sister, Freya, and myself to discuss amendments to the forthcoming Online Harms Bill both with a view to extending sentences for those who perpetrate revenge porn, and for granting automatic anonymity to their victims whose lives are blighted – or rendered seemingly unliveable – by such heinous acts?’


A chorus of ‘hear hear’s and general agreement. On the opposite benches, Tristram Sale raised an eyebrow in appreciation, while Barnaby Miles’s lizard eyes flicked up and down, as if mentally undressing me. Cold crept up my spine. Then Richard Carlson got to his feet to offer sincere condolences to Amy Jones’s sister, Freya, and her parents.


‘Revenge porn is indeed something that the Law Commission has been assessing ahead of the forthcoming bill, and which my department has been looking at closely: it is yet another form of violence against women, which this government is committed to eradicating,’ he added, and I felt his words wash over me because what was he saying that hadn’t been said before?


But then he surprised me: not offering the usual catalogue of supposed successes in the march against misogyny, or empty blandishments, but something concrete. ‘Amending the Online Harms Bill would be the swiftest means of protecting young women such as Amy. I will of course be delighted to meet with the honourable member for Portsmouth South, and with Freya Jones, to discuss ways in which we might do so – and I will be writing to her directly to arrange this.’


And, from my space on the backbenches, I beamed, warmed at the thought that my actions, my speech, had achieved something. That all the abuse – the anonymous rape threat letters; the Twitter aggression; the interaction with the likes of Simon Baxter; the impact on my relationship with Flora – was worth it, after all.


Briefly, I thought of my father, the man who developed my social conscience. He died three years ago, twenty years after my nurse mum, Wendy, having seen their only child become an MP. ‘Now you can do something,’ he had said, on election night, his pride emanating from his face; his body reverberating with excitement. ‘You’ve got some real influence.’


I often feared I had far less than he believed; that I’d disappointed him in doing too little with the legacy he’d left me.


Well, I was doing something now.
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